This paper is concerned with the interplay between biblical exegesis, classical rhetoric and politics in the commentary on the Psalms written by Cassiodorus during the Gothic wars (c. 550 AD). It explores how Cassiodorus, a Roman senator and former political advisor to the Ostrogothic kings of Italy, deployed the techniques of classical rhetoric to define his role as an exegete and to establish a connection between the text of the psalms and the world of his sixth-century audience. Focusing on Cassiodorus' interpretation of a series of psalms dealing with communities in crisis, it highlights the ways in which he used the biblical text to reflect on issues such as the religious significance of war and crises, the proper attitude towards political and religious opponents, and the tension between divine and human justice. In so doing, it seeks to contribute to our understanding of the commentary's place within the context of the political and religious debates during the age of Justinian.
Introduction
In the spring of 544, Arator, the Roman subdeacon and former magistrate at the Ostrogothic court, recited his exegetical poem on the Acts of the Apostles in the church of San Pietro in Vincoli in Rome. The performance was a huge success: according to the report of the papal primicerius Surgentius, the reading of the two books took four days due to the enthusiasm of a crowd composed of the Roman clergy as well as laypeople, who frequently demanded the repetition of whole passages. 1 The poem, dedicated to pope Vigilius (who may have been present during its recitation), celebrated pontifical authority and the importance of Rome as a Christian 1 The so-called Praefatio Surgentii, which is transmitted among the prefatory material of Arator's text in many of the manuscripts, explains how the poem was formally presented to Vigilius and deposited in the papal scrinium before the public reading. The text is given in McKinlay's edition of Arator's work: Arator, De Actibus apostolorum, ed. Arthur P.
McKinlay, CSEL 72 (Vienna: Verlag der ÖAW, 1951), p. xxviii. For discussion, see Claire Sotinel, 'Arator, un poète au service de la politique du pape Vigile?', Mélanges de l'École Française de Rome, 101 (1989) , 805-20 (esp. 805-08) . This article was written in the context of the SFB 'Visions of Community', funded by the Austrian Science Fund (FWF; project F4202-G18). I would like to thank Jinty Nelson, Damien Kempf and the participants of the 'Bibles'-workshop at Liverpool and the California Medieval History Seminar at UCLA, as well as Maximilian Diesenberger, Maya Maskarinec, Irene van Renswoude, and Graeme Ward for their helpful comments on earlier drafts of this paper.
on the whole psalter, a 'book for the eye' more than one to be performed. 5 Yet there are also very interesting similarities between the two exegetes and their projects. Cassiodorus shared with
Arator both the background of a Roman aristocratic family and political experience in the service of the Ostrogothic rulers of Italy. While Arator, who had been comes domesticorum under Athalaric, left Ravenna to join the papal clergy sometime in the 530s, Cassiodorus remained at court right through the early years of the Gothic wars. 6 He had acted as a quaestor to Theoderic, and later succeeded the philosopher Boethius as magister officiorum after the latter's downfall in 523. Under
Theoderic's successor Athalaric he rose to the praetorian prefecture, the highest office in the Italian administration. The Variae, a collection of administrative and diplomatic letters published as a record of his political activities, are an important source of information about the practice and ideologies of government in sixth-century Italy. 7 There is not much firm evidence regarding
Cassiodorus' activities during the 540s. It is usually assumed that he left Italy after imperial forces had taken Ravenna and captured King Witigis in 540, and that he spent most of the ensuing decade in Constantinople, where he wrote the major part of the EP. 8 He probably returned to
Italy after the end of the war and the Pragmatic Sanction (554), to establish a monastic foundation in Squillace (Vivarium), which became famous as a centre of Christian learning.
As an exegete, Cassiodorus like Arator looked back on politically eventful decades, while being confronted with a turbulent political present. In this paper, I would like to explore how these experiences shaped his reading of the psalter and the exegetical choices he made in his commentary. In particular, I will suggest that it is through his use of classical rhetoric that we can understand how Cassiodorus the politician defined and took up his role as an exegete. I will focus 5 James Halporn,'Methods of reference in Cassiodorus', Journal of Library History, 16 (1981) , 71-91, at 73. 6 James O'Donnell, Cassiodorus (Berkeley: UC Press, 1979) , remains the fullest study of Cassiodorus' life: see ibidem, 13-32, for biographical information; Maïeul Cappuyns, 'Cassiodore', in Dictionnaire d'histoire et de géographie ecclésiastiques, XI (1949) , cols 1349-1408; André van de Vyver, 'Cassiodore et son oeuvre ', Speculum, 6 (1931) , 244-92. Cf. the papers in Sandro Leanza ed., Flavio Aurelio Magno Cassiodoro: Atti della settimana di studi (Soveria Mannelli: Rubbettino, 1986) and idem ed., Cassiodoro: dalla corte di Ravenna al Vivarium di Squillace (Soveria Mannelli: Rubbettino, 1993 ', Latomus, 48 (1989) , 157-87, at 164; Angela Amici, 'Cassiodoro a Constantinopoli: da magister officiorum a religiosus vir ', Vetera Christianorum, 42 (2005) , 215-31, at 221-24. Cassiodorus is securely attested in Constantinople by 550 through a letter by pope Vigilius. Some scholars assume that he came to Constantinople only in 546, at which point Vigilius was brought to Constantinople to negotiate an agreement with the emperor about the Three Chapters.
on his rhetorical approach to a series of psalms which deal with crises and calamities, to see how they served as a means of observing and reflecting on problems which were also relevant in his own sixth-century society. In so doing, I hope to contribute to our understanding of the social and political dimensions of Cassiodorus' exegetical project and its potential audiences.
Cassiodorus and the Expositio psalmorum
We unfortunately lack detailed information about the circumstances of the EP's publication, let alone about its reception by a specific audience which we have for Arator's poetry. 9 It is difficult to establish a precise date for the work, but the scholarly consensus is that while Cassiodorus may have begun writing in the late 530s in Ravenna, the majority of the text was composed in the ensuing decade, probably in Constantinople, and completed around 550. 10 The preface, a system of marginal notes designed to guide the reader through the material on the liberal arts and on
Christian doctrine, as well as bibliographical information, were added during a phase of revision at Vivarium. 11 Certainly, the text as we have it now is the result of a long process of composition and continuous revision, adapting it to shifting audiences and purposes. Nevertheless, by drawing attention to certain characteristic features of the text, as well as by placing it in the context of Cassiodorus' other known activities during the 540s and 550s, it is possible to make some assumptions about its initial aims and audience. Troncarelli, Vivarium, [12] [13] [14] [15] [16] [17] [18] [19] [20] [21] . For overviews of the complicated history of the text and its modern interpretations, see Patricia Stoppacci and Paolo Gatti, 'Cassiodorus Senator', in Paolo Chiesa and Lucia Castaldi eds, La Trasmissione dei testi latini del Medioevo/Mediaeval Latin Texts and Their Transmission, 4 vols, Millenio Medievale 94 (Florence: Edizioni del Galluzzo, 2012) , IV, Vessey, 'Introduction', [39] [40] [41] [42] . Of course, the version in two books, where the textbook on the liberal arts was combined with a treatise on the study of Christian texts, continued to serve this purpose.
compilation and Latin translation of three Greek church histories. The audiences of these different works may well have, at least partially, overlapped.
Most important for this paper is that Cassiodorus interpreted the psalter as a 'collection of speeches', as Ann Astell has underlined. 22 Cassiodorus read the psalms as a former orator. For him, rhetoric was a means to establish a connection between the text of the psalms and the world of his sixth-century audience. An analysis of his rhetorical exegesis can not only point to the messages which Cassiodorus wished to communicate in his exegesis, but also show how he envisaged the social and political implications of the biblical text.
The orator as exegete
In order to understand how Cassiodorus' experience as a secular orator shaped his exegetical approach, it is useful to look briefly at his thinking on the social and political function of rhetoric as it emerges from the Variae. Andrea Giardina has drawn attention to the fact that the rhetorical quality of the Variae is a key to understanding their political function and purpose, rather than being a reason to dismiss them as an instance of 'literary vanity' or 'mere rhetorical flourish' devoid of any practical significance, as has sometimes been suggested. 23 The Variae merit study not only for the information about the Ostrogothic administration contained in the individual letters of the collection, and about their immediate audience, but also as a literary whole. As such, almost Ciceronian orator-statesman as depicted in the Variae had to meet high standards in his personal behaviour and moral integrity.
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In many ways, we can discern a similar understanding of the power of language and the importance of rhetoric in Cassiodorus' reading of the Psalter. The use of the techniques of classical rhetoric has often been noted as the most distinctive feature of Cassiodorus' exegesis. 35 In the preface to the EP, where Cassiodorus reflected on the special quality of biblical eloquentia, he defined its purpose using Paul's letter to Timothy: 'ad docendum, ad arguendum, ad erudiendum, ad corrigendum in disciplina quae est iustitiae, ut perfectus sit homo Dei ad omne opus bonum instructus' (II Tim. iii.16-7). 36 Building on the thought of Augustine, Cassiodorus developed a notion of Christian rhetoric in which the Bible was the focal point. According to this view, the secular orators had actually derived their art from the Bible itself; as a divinely inspired text, it represented the purest and most effective form of oratory. Scripture was therefore a privileged source for the study of rhetoric; at the same time, rhetorical knowledge was essential to its correct understanding and should be deployed for the analysis of the biblical elocutio. same in a sermon preached on the same psalm shortly after the sack of Rome in 410. 69 Augustine had achieved this by downplaying the particular historical circumstances of the event,
emphasising that the Romans were merely a small wheel in the machine of sacred history, and that under different circumstances, other reges gentium could have just as easily accomplished the task. 70 Cassiodorus, by contrast, directed attention precisely at how the Romans had enacted their historical role as instruments of God's providence. 71 He used Asaph's observations to criticise the historical agents of the psalm, and to draw attention to the impact of war and its moral repercussions. As we will see below, Asaph also became a vehicle for suggesting the right interpretation of and reaction to such events. his task to offer moral guidance to his community. In an attempt to explain to them the right reaction to suffering and injustice in this world, he urged them to consider eternal salvation rather than temporary happiness. The faithful should not let themselves be deceived by the prosperity of sinners -even if it might seem otherwise at times, God is neither unjust nor indifferent towards the fate of his people. Not only will sinners receive their just punishment in due course, it is also wrong to hope for tangible rewards rather than spiritual goods in return for faith and pious works. 94 Cassiodorus could thus conclude that Asaph's knowledge of the divine law, along with his rhetorical abilities, had enabled him to regain his good judgement. 95 In his exegesis, Cassiodorus not only (like Augustine before him) clarified Asaph's reflections for his own audience. In addition, he explicitly likened Asaph's intellectual efforts to that of an orator: 'This kind of speech is termed "deliberative", when arguments are propounded which make us uncertain, and the judgement is selected which is appropriate to what is both advantageous and honorable'.
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The rhetorical handbooks defined the genus deliberatiuum as an advisory speech, most often delivered in front of a political audience, and dealing with matters of public interest and policy.
According to Cicero and Quintilian, the goal of a deliberative speech was to reach political decisions by taking into account both the expected outcome of an action (utilitas) as well as its compatibility with the socially accepted norms and values (the honestum or decorum). 97 Ambiguity and contention arose where the useful and the honorable, the two principles for good decisionmaking, conflicted with each other, or where the issue at stake was itself morally ambivalent.
Cassiodorus noted that Asaph's problem consisted precisely in such a causa anceps, 'as it is common in deliberative speeches, when the mind is uncertain about the outcome'. Asaph and his community confronted, Cassiodorus compared the loss of adequate patterns of interpretation with the experience of alienation from one's homeland, the loca patriotica, a situation with which he was himself familiar. 101 At stake was no less than the collective fate of the community and its relationship to a logic of divine retribution.
As Ann Astell has observed, the concept of deliberative speech shifted towards a distinctly spiritual understanding as Cassiodorus applied it to the psalms, taking on connotations of inner debate and personal meditation; yet it also retained its political meaning. Asaph (or Cassiodorus) were doing for their respective communites. It is easy to see the social relevance of questions about divine retribution for sin and the corollary of human behaviour. The same is true for reflections about God's intervention in this world and the reasons for it, or about the tension between human responsibility and divine providence. Asaph's speech (like Cassiodorus' exegesis) was concerned with the ethical foundation of action in a (Christian) society.
Reassuringly, as Cassiodorus pointed out, the outcome of Asaph's deliberation was that 'the judgement was selected which is appropriate to both the useful and the honorable'. 104 Rhetoric thus allowed for the different principles of decision-making to converge, and offered a way to reconsider the underlying norms and values which were to serve as a frame of interpretation from a Christian perspective. This stands in sharp contrast to the wicked rhetoric of sinful people, whose way of speaking Cassiodorus characterised as a 'ratiocinatio sine ratione, tractatus sine consilium, cogitatio sine sapore (reasoning without reason, discussions without consultation, thoughts without savour)', that is, as a kind of anti-rhetoric. 105 Cassiodorus ended his commentary by praising Asaph's performance, which commanded all the more authority because it was grounded in scripture.
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Asaph's role as a political leader is here defined by his interpretative authority; the practice of leadership is closely tied to rhetorical practice. Cassiodorus, then, read Psalm 72 not only as a reflection on the moral standing of a community and on the religious significance of historical events; it was also an important lesson on how a political leader and teacher like Asaph should explain such issues to his community. As will be discussed in more detail below, Cassiodorus in a sense carried further this practice of deliberation for his own audience in his commentary, clarifying and reinforcing the lessons taught by Asaph, and incorporating a strong affirmation of Chalcedonian orthodoxy into his text. 107 As in Psalm 73 and 78, Cassiodorus ended his commentary on Psalm 72 with an emphatic conclusion, in which he sought to persuade them to adopt the moral perspective and theological lessons developed from the psalm: 'Grant O Lord, that you do not make us envy the men whom you condemn by your truth; but let us curse those whom you abhor, and be fond of those whom you love; for only those who follow your wishes with a most devoted heart can have their portion with you'. 108 Cassiodorus thus assumed Asaph's position as a teacher with regard to his own audience. Through the work of the exegete, the psalm became a vehicle for the 'formation of the Christian' (institutio Christiani). Like Asaph's speech, Cassiodorus' exegesis was designed to develop patterns of interpretation and guidelines for action and reaction for a Christian community.
The exegete as orator
As an exegete, Cassiodorus continued Asaph's work as an orator. Through his appropriation of the voice of the psalmist, we can trace his response to events and problems treated in the psalms which were also the subject of debate in the sixth century. As we have seen, he was much concerned with the religious significance of military events and the behaviour of conquering armies. 109 An important lesson to be derived from the story about the Maccabean wars as told by Asaph, for example, was that divine approval and support in times of affliction were conditional upon upholding orthodoxy and the correct observance of the cult. 110 Only the part of Israel who had, under Mathathias' leadership, remained steadfast in their faith and upheld the law despite potential repercussions, were truly to be considered 'God's people', as Cassiodorus explained to his readers. 111 Asaph's speech was also a reminder of the solidarity and charity necessary for the internal cohesion of such a community. 112 Conversely, Cassiodorus elsewhere identified religious dissent among the Israelites (described as a certamen nefarium) as the root of all further misfortune which befell them.
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108 EP, LXXII. concl.: 'Praesta, Domine, ne nos talibus inuidere facias, quos tua ueritate condemnas, sed exsecremur quos horres, et amemus certe quos diligis; quia tecum nequeunt habere portionem, nisi qui uoluntates tuas mente deuotissima subsequuntur'. 109 See above, pp. $.
110 EP, LXXVIII. 5 and 9, where the leadership of Mathathias is presented as divinely sent aid for the Israelites, which also helped to purge them of their idolatry. Contrast Augustine, Enarr. in ps., LXXVIII. 12: 'nam quid aliud mererentur peccata nostra, quam debita et digna supplicia'.
111 EP, LXXVIII. 13 on 'But we, thy people and the sheep of thy flock, will confess thee forever': 'In my opinion, he is speaking of the remnants gathered together by the enthusiasm of Mathathias, whose merits enabled them to maintain the law of the Lord. They are truly the Lord's sheep, for they proclaimed His glory and remained steadfast in faith'. The righteous part of Israel is then equated with the Christian populus.
112 EP, LXXVIII. concl. Cf. above, n. 84. 113 As he observed in EP, LXXIX. 7, another psalm of Asaph lamenting the destruction of Jerusalem.
The logic of human sin and divine retribution seems to have been of particular concern to Cassiodorus, especially in its relation to the collective fate of a community. The rhetorical construction of the Asaph-psalms in itself presupposed to a certain extent the idea of redistributive justice, since it was based upon the assumption that Israel's destiny (much as that of other peoples) lay in God's hand (and that the impending destruction of the people could be averted through the art of persuasion). 114 In the commentary on Psalm 72, Cassiodorus discouraged the opinion that tribulation on earth is always a sign of divine anger; sometimes, it is intended as an incitement to correction. 115 Yet he unmistakably affirmed that the world is governed by God's sovereign will. Human actions indeed have moral consequences, and human history unfolds not through mere chance, but is subject to divine providence, which we must respect and follow. 116 And although Cassiodorus acknowledged that the faithful should focus on spiritual rather than temporal rewards for their behaviour, while sinners would receive the just punishment at the final judgement, he still sought to preserve some sense of retribution already in this world. favour, who fought at the side of the Romans just as he had once done for Israel; imperial setbacks, by contrast, were interpreted as temporary tests of their endurance and good faith. 131 In his account of Justinian's wars, the historian Procopius was much preoccupied with the moral interpretation of the recent past, with questions of historical causality and contingency, divine intervention in human affairs and with the ways to discern its patterns. 132 He often described the reflections of various actors in the Wars about the reasons for victory and defeat, and about the preconditions for divine support. 133 But he also weighed Christian assumptions about an economy of merit and retribution against notions of contingency and amoral fate -or, in other words, the inscrutability of God's plans. 134 The quaestor Junillus addressed similar issues in his
Instituta regularia divinae legis, where he attempted to assess the salience and validity of the Bible as a frame of interpretation in the present age. The modes of divine government of human affairs (gubernatio divina) are an important theme in the text, and Junillus carefully explained to his readers how they could learn about God's will and the mechanisms of reward and retribution from the Bible.
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As we have seen, Cassiodorus' position on such matters was remarkably nuanced. He carefully avoided directly identifying any particular contemporary group with either the biblical Israel or its
enemies. Yet he appears to have been particularly aware of the parallels that could be drawn between the military language and imagery of the psalms and the contemporary situation in Italy -but also of the potential danger inherent in an unrestrained use of such imagery to legitimize one's own position. At times, it seems that he deliberately evoked such presentist interpretations precisely to discourage them through the subsequent exegetical argument. 136 He forcefully (and repeatedly) reasserted Augustine's view that there was a fundamental difference between the Old and the New Testament in the way in which divine election and guidance manifested themselves.
The Old Testament logic could not be seamlessly applied to events in the present, postincarnational age, and it was therefore wrong to continue to expect tangible benefits such as the granting of land or protection in war. 137 Cassiodorus was thus very careful to delegitimize certain uses of the Bible. Yet, as we have seen, this does not mean that he was not acutely interested in how the biblical text could function as a tool for understanding and interpreting the present.
Promoting a reading of the psalms which favoured conversion and integration of religious and political enemies was an important part of his efforts in this regard.
This, moreover, was an immediate concern in the light of contemporary doctrinal controversies. Cassiodorus considered the orthodox position was an urgent concern. Cassiodorus used the rhetorical exegesis of the psalms not only as a means of developing patterns of orientation for communities in crisis, but also to reflect on the most pressing theological problems which he himself confronted around the middle of the sixth century.
Conclusion
The psalms -in a much stronger sense than many other texts -have the potential to shape and transform the self-understanding of their readers. They guide the interpretation of individual experiences by offering a common language which can serve to evaluate and communicate them.
As I have attempted to show in this paper, Cassiodorus' analysis of the psalms as orations reinforced this potential of identification. It provided a particularly effective way of persuading his readers to assume the position of the speakers or audience of the psalms, and to refer to themselves the messages and teachings contained in the text. 146 At the same time, it allowed the naturis distinctis atque perfectis unus Christus appareat et damnatum lege peccati per gratiam redemptionis absoluat'. On the formula ex duabus et in duabus naturis, see DeSimone, Cassiodoro, exegete to closely follow the movements of the speakers of the psalms, to adopt their role and use their voice to articulate his own views and concerns.
The fact that some of the biblical speakers (such as Asaph) resembled a classical orator and advocate opened up the psalter in a yet more specific sense to readers like Cassiodorus and his peers. Like Cassiodorus, such an audience would possess some rhetorical and possibly also legal training and share experience of and interest in politics as well as in matters of theology and exegesis. Indeed, while the EP could certainly be used as a handbook of rhetorical terms and examples, the sophisticated dialogue between biblical and classical rhetoric to some extent presupposed an audience already knowledgeable in rhetoric, and therefore capable of appreciating its effects. It is intriguing to note that in some of the psalm-orations, Cassiodorus addressed his own audience as uiri egregrii, uiri prudentissimi or compared the biblical orators to the secular diserti. 147 This may remind us of the group of diserti who appear in the preface to the Variae as the audience of that work, and whose profile has been described by Jouanaud as that of a courtly elite, most of whom were advocates and distinguished by their rhetorical skills. 148 These observations can reinforce the notion that the EP was intended to reach not only a monastic audience, but also a wider circle of Latin-speaking intellectuals who were active between Italy and Constantinople around the middle of the sixth century. 149 We may think, of course, of Pope Vigilius, to whom the text was probably dedicated, and of the clerics in his entourage, some of whom would also have possessed a secular education or some background in law. Among those present in Constantinople was the future pope Pelagius, as well as a number of Italian bishops. 150 Arator, who also appears among the diserti mentioned in the Variae, is a good example of the intellectual profile of such a figure who combined both political and ecclesiastical experience. His exegetical poem, with which we began this paper, serves as a reminder of the level of elite (and lay) interest in the Bible, and of the contribution of exegesis to ecclesiastical politics. 151 But while Arator's reading of Acts was well-suited to support papal claims to authority and primacy by invoking the apostles as role-models for the pope, the rigorous christological position expressed in Cassiodorus' exegesis would eventually put him into disagreement with Vigilius after the latter had consented to the condemnation of the Three Chapters and the proceedings of the Council of Constantinople. Other members of the Italian (senatorial) elite who had emigrated to Constantinople remained involved in the exchange of texts and ideas and in the current political and theological debates as well, for example Cethegus, to whom
Cassiodorus addressed the Ordo generis Cassiodoriorum. Cassiodorus was also in touch with some of the North Africans who were engaged in lively polemics against Justinian's ecclesiastical policy.
The imperial quaestor Junillus is another example of a courtier turned biblical scholar, who was engaged in political debates similar to those that shaped Cassiodorus' commentary on the psalms.
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It should be emphasised that there is no contradiction between a monastic and a broader readership of the EP, or between the spiritual aims of the texts and its political dimension. The EP is a multi-layered text, for which we can trace several purposes and contexts; its audience and reception were not stable in the course of its long history of composition and revision. The commentary as a whole, and the 'rhetorical psalms' specifically, provide a space for spiritual guidance, self-reflection, prayer and meditation. At times, there is a notion of detachment and retreat; but there is also opinionated exegesis, a certain desire for reassurance and justification, and an attempt to offer comments on issues relevant to the contemporary world of the exegete.
Cassiodorus used biblical figures such as Moses or Asaph, and the speeches delivered by them, to reflect on and redefine his own position in a time of transition, but he also wrote to persuade his 'hearers' (or readers) as a community. 
